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O
n an unusually mild May 
morning, Sunder Nursery 
in Delhi’s Nizamuddin 
Basti area is all abuzz. 
Quite literally. Behind the 

stone wall marking the end of the territory 
accessible to visitors, some winged crea-
tures are fluttering around over a few pri-
vate acres of wilderness. At a glance, they 
look about the size of a housefly or gnat. 
But these busy creatures are, in fact, sting-
less bees, one of the several species of bees 
in this 16th-century Mughal garden.

“There must be 100 stingless bees 
around Sunder Nursery,” says Rakesh 
Gupta, a beekeeper for over 20 years and 
chief adviser to the Lucknow-based 
Golden Hive Foundation, founded in 2015. 
“These are extremely versatile pollinators. 
Some varieties of this species only polli-
nate vanilla—no other variant will do.”

A few weeks ago, when I had met Rat-

ish Nanda, conservation architect and 
CEO of the Aga Khan Trust for Culture in 
India, to talk about the restoration and 
upkeep of this historic site, he had spo-
ken about the bee conservation pro-
gramme at the park. “We organise 
around 20 workshops throughout the 
year on bees,” he had said. While many of 
these events are attended by students, 
some are open to the public. 

Pointing out the 10 bee boxes and 15-20 
natural hives in the park, Nanda also men-
tioned a service his team provides to the 
public in association with experts like 
Gupta. “If you don’t like bees and beehives 
in your home or neighbourhood, don’t 
smoke them out,” he said. “Just give us a 
call and we’ll come and shift them to Sun-
der Nursery or to another place more con-
ducive for the bees.” 

Over the last few years, Gupta has 
helped relocate bees from all over the 
National Capital Region (NCR). “They 
choose to build hives in nooks and cran-
nies of buildings because the height gives 
them a perception of safety,” he says. 
Urban shelters also provide security from 
rain and the intense heat of the sun, which 
can melt hives. Gupta’s mission is not only 
to find safe spaces for these tiny miracle 
workers but also to create empathy for 
them among the public. 

“In India, beekeepers mostly focus on 
the quantity of honey produced rather 
than quality,” he says. “The honey that is 
extracted is often unripe, which means 
it hasn’t had time to develop medicinal 

values and properties.” The longer the 
honey stays with the bees, the more 
nutrient-rich it becomes.” 

While the National Bee Board, along 
with projects run in places like Tamil 
Nadu’s Ayyalur and Hunsur in Karna-
taka, is bringing about positive changes 
in bee conservation and bee-keeping 
practices, mass production of quality 
honey still has a long way to go.

In 2020, a report by the Centre for Sci-
ence and Environment accused a number 
of popular Indian brands of selling adul-
terated honey off the shelf. Among 22 
samples tested from top labels, 17 were 
found to have been contaminated with 
sugar syrup. This caused a health and 
safety scandal. “In the market, you get a 

homogenised product called ‘honey’,” 
Gupta says. “In reality, we find many types 
of honey, depending on the region, season 
and flower from which the bees have col-
lected nectar.”

Amit Godse, founder of the Pune-based 
organisation Bee Basket, which focuses on 
bee conservation and products, sells a 
variety of honeys in his store. Apart from 
the more common multifloral type (con-
taining nectar from a number of flowers), 
he has Jamun Honey, Coffee Honey, Tulsi 
Honey, among others, on offer, none of 
which contain any artificial mixes. 

“The bees collect nectar from specific 
flowers to make the honey, which gives 
them a unique taste,” Godse says. “You 
also see variations in the consistency of 
the product across regions—such as the 
more watery version in the coastal regions 
due to their high moisture content and the 
thicker viscous variety in the drier interi-
ors of the country.”

Like the Golden Hive Foundation, Bee 
Basket also rehomes bees in Pune and 
Mumbai. Since it was founded in 2015, it 
has shifted around 19,000 beehives in 
and around Pune alone. 

“More people now want to save bees, 
and to those who are afraid of them, I say, 
you should do what you can to protect 
these creatures,” Godse says. “So much of 
the food on our plate (more than a hun-
dred agricultural crops, including apples, 
oranges, mangoes, lemons, gourds, 
beans, and oilseeds) comes from bees act-
ing as pollinating agents.”

DEBUNKING MYTHS

A common misconception about bees, 
Gupta says, is that they are aggressive and 
like to sting humans. “Not all bees can 
sting, and those that do, only do so when 
disturbed or threatened,” he explains. 
“Also, not all bees are social, produce 
honey, or build hives.” At Sunder Nursery, 
dry leaves and twigs are left lying on the 
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L
ast month, the ruins of Tughlaqabad 
in Delhi served as a backdrop to a 
unique morning walk. A set of natu-

ralists and researchers urged a group of 
walkers to look beyond the built heritage, 
lift their gaze up to the dark crevices and 
holes and explore the world of bats within. 
As part of another session that very week, 
at Sunder Nursery, a team from World 
Wide Fund for Nature-India with Rohit 
Chakravarty,  bat researcher at the Centre 
for Wildlife Studies, got a group of people 
to spend the evening listening to and 
identifying bat calls, so that they could 
understand the behaviour and role of bats 
in the environment. Using bat detectors 
and acoustic devices, the participants lis-
tened to and interpreted bat vocalisations 
in real time.

These sessions opened up the eyes of 
city dwellers to bats, while breaking myths 
around them and making scientific infor-
mation more accessible. Little did we 
know that Delhi’s monuments, gardens 
and parks are home to 15 species of bats, 
from tiny pipistrelles that sleep inside 
crevices in our homes, to the Flying Foxes 
often seen flying over Janpath, to the 
mouse-tailed bats that throng monu-
ments. You will find them in domes, 

tough, but we still try,” says Bengaluru-
based Rajesh Puttaswamaiah, citizen 
scientist and trustee, Bat Conservation 
India Trust.

But what is the symbiotic relationship 
between bats and cities? A 2024 article 
published by Roundglass Sustain men-
tions that several fruit-eating bat species 
pollinate mahua (Madhuca longifolia), 
kapok or silk cotton (Ceiba pentandra), 
banana and jamun trees planted as gar-
den/avenue trees in cities. Other trees in 
urban areas, like the cluster fig, false 
Ashoka, guava, Singapore cherry, banyan, 
and peepal, benefit from the bats’ seed dis-
persal services. “Insectivorous bats that 
roost in dark city buildings are voracious 

feeders, often consuming their body 
weight in insects in one single night, mak-
ing them highly effective pest control 
agents,” the article notes. 

Citizen scientists such as Puttaswa-
maiah have recorded about 17 species of 
bats across Bengaluru, of which three are 
frugivorous such as the short-nosed fruit 
bat (Cynopterus sphinx) and 14 are insectiv-
orous bats. The fruit bats usually pick 
nightly roosts under window shades, over-
hangs, or tree branches and carry their 
food to these spots to feed.  The research in 
the city also looks at the impact of urban 
lighting and noises on the bat activity. 
Insect-feeding bats such as the pipistrelles 
are attracted to the light. ”Pipistrelles  pri-

At Sunder Nursery 
and in other parts of 
India, quality control 
of honey, and bee 
conservation are 
gaining urgency
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wild beehive in Munnar, Kerala. 

cracks and abandoned chambers of heri-
tage structures or in tiled roofs, open pipes 
and holes in the walls of buildings.

For most of us, bats are a phantasmic 
presence with dark wings that resemble 
“silken sleeves” to borrow a phrase from 
American poet Paisley Rekdal. Highly 
misunderstood animals, they have often 
been treated rather cruelly in literature 
and pop culture. D.H. Lawrence didn’t 
mince words while describing these noc-
turnal creatures in his poem, Bats: “Pipis-
trello! Black piper on an infinitesimal pipe. 
Little lumps that fly in air and have voices 
indefinite, wildly vindictive; Wings like bits 
of umbrella. Bats!” Added to that is the 
fearful association of bats and zoonotic 
diseases such as Nipah and covid-19. Many 
more such walks, open to anyone, are 
planned for the coming months by the 
organisers, WWF-India with Centre for 
Wildlife Studies in the hope of changing 
such perceptions.

As Chakravarty says, “The fear and mis-
understanding come because most people 
haven’t seen bats up close or learnt more 
about their behaviour.”

A recent nationwide assessment, State of 
India’s Bats, found that India is home to 135 
species of bats, of which 16 are endemic to 
the country. Yet they are among the least-
studied mammals.  “Despite their crucial 
roles in the ecosystem as seed dispersers, 
pollinators, and predators of pest insects, 
bats receive an insignificant amount of 
attention from the country’s research and 
conservation communities and scant rec-
ognition in government policies and pro-
grammes,” observed the report.

The ones in urban areas get even less 
attention from researchers and the pub-
lic alike. “Getting funding for bats is very 

marily feed on mosquitos, thereby helping 
in prevention of mosquito-borne dis-
eases,” says Puttaswamaiah. “However, 
they also end up entering houses while 
chasing insects, causing panic to resi-
dents.” Fear of zoonotic diseases also lead 
to “revenge killings” or people smoking 
bats out of their roosts.

In Bengaluru, Puttaswamaiah has 
observed that it is the public sector cam-
puses, defence campuses and a few large 
parks where bats can roost and survive in 
the urban landscape. “The dwindling 
lakes and loss of green cover are impacting 
access to fresh water, roosting spaces and 
foraging sites, thus impacting their sur-
vival,” he says.

In Delhi, the matter is a little more com-
plicated as a large number of insectivo-
rous bat species has found refuge in mon-
uments. In the past, there have been spo-
radic attempts to remove them. “While 
the monuments are protected by law, the 
bats living within them are not. A lot of our 
research is about looking at the habitat, 
the food they consume and the threats to 
these urban species, which emerge from 
the monuments to consume insects from 
fields and green areas of Delhi and help 
agriculture and pest control,” says Chak-
ravarty.

It would help if the public became a lot 
more invested in the conservation of bat 
species in the cities. To achieve this, the 
WWF-India with Nature Conservation 
Foundation (NCF), CWS, and Bat Conser-
vation International have come up with a 
pocket field guide, which documents 12 
out of the 15 bat species in the National 
Capital Region. An easy-to-use reference, 
it includes identification markers of spe-
cies, their habitat, diet and behaviour. 

There are also some interesting facts—bats 
see through ears, using echolocation; 
many insectivorous bats can detect objects 
as thin as a spider’s web in total darkness, 
allowing them to navigate complex forests 
and hunt tiny gnats in mid-air. An impor-
tant section is on “myths vs facts”, which 
break popularly held notions that bats are 
bloodthirsty or that they are harbingers of 
bad luck. Chakravarty calls the pamphlet 
a “cyclical process”—and an ongoing one—
with studies taking place on bats in monu-
ments. These are yielding scientific infor-
mation that can be put out in the form of 
pamphlets to get citizens interested in fur-
ther contributing to the growth of data.

According to Nikhil John, assistant 
manager, Nature Connect, Environment 
Education programme, WWF-India, such 
materials help build a culture of citizen 
scientists and an aware public, which will 
go a long way in contributing to research 
and biodiversity conservation as well. 
“Environment education creates interest-
ing emotional connections as well. Public 
participation can help record roosting 
sites, seasonal activities, habitat use across 
urban landscapes,” he says. 

The organisation is in the process of 
coming up with a long-term volunteer 
monitoring project as well. So far, one of 
the challenges in bat conservation pro-
grammes has been the limitation of 
resource people. John shares a case in 
point: “Not a lot of people were aware of the 
role that dragonflies play especially in 
northern India. But with multiple conver-
sations taking place over time, now you 
have guides and locals, who are in turn sen-
sitising others,” he says. “We want to do the 
same with bats by creating a pool of young 
people who can lead trails in future.”

Protecting the guardians of the dark
A new set of walks and a 
field guide are creating 
awareness about the 
need to protect bat 
species in urban spaces 

Bats found in a tunnel in Bengaluru. COURTESY BAT CONSERVATION INDIA TRUST

In 2025, with bee populations 
in India declining by 20%—
and up to 80% in regions 

like Odisha—farmers turned 
to ‘rent-a-bee’ services to 
ensure crop pollination. 

Save the bees, save yourself
ground to create safe spaces for soli-
tary bees, who like to burrow under-
ground. The protected area of the 
park remains off limits to the public 
to foster the three Bs that make for 
a healthy ecosystem: birds, bees 
and butterflies, as Gupta puts it. 

If bees don’t get the resources 
they need to thrive, the conse-
quences can be dire. In 2025, with 
bee populations in India declining 
by 20%—and up to 80% in regions 
like Odisha—farmers turned to 
“rent-a-bee” services to ensure 
crop pollination. These services, 
which typically cost around 
₹2,500 per bee box monthly, help 
boost yields for fruit growers 
(such as litchi and apple) by 20% 
to 35% while countering habitat 
loss and climate change, a report 
in The Times of India said. At Sun-
der Nursery, the solution to pro-
tect bees has taken intuitive and 
scientific forms.

Ashish Panwar, who has been with the 
horticulture team at the park for the last 15 
years, says that strategic planting and 
space optimisation have led to noticeable 
improvements. “We have planted sun-
flowers, dahlias, balsam, pond lily and 
other flowers to attract bees,” he explains. 
“When we see bees thronging around 
vines and creepers that are generally con-
sidered to be of little value, we realise that 
we must increase their growth.” By slowly 
introducing wild grass, sweet neem, babool 
and sheesham trees, his team has turned 
the park into a haven for bees.

Despite these valiant efforts, climate 
change remains an unstoppable force. 
“The bees have had little time to adapt to 
rising temperatures,” Gupta says. “And 
they are extremely sensitive to fluctua-
tions of heat and cold.” The stingless vari-
ety, for instance, hibernates when the 
temperature goes below 18 degrees Cel-
sius, whereas the Apis mellifera, or honey 
bee, likes to maintain a temperature of 
33-36 degrees in their hives. 

As we move close to the bee boxes kept 
inside a grilled enclosure, Gupta points 
out the latter, popping in and out of its 
hive, which lies nestled inside a teak-
wood box of 32mm thickness to simulate 
a tree trunk. Even though the day was 
temperate, the midday heat was begin-
ning to make its presence felt. “When it 
gets hotter than the optimum tempera-
ture, these bees will go collect water and 
spray inside the hives,” Gupta tells me. 
“That’s why bees tend to take over village 
wells in summer.” 

Even as we speak, Panwar points out 
some of the worker bees flapping their 
wings before the entrance to the box in 
their effort to provide natural air-condi-
tioning to their colony. For such itsy-
bitsy creatures, whose life span ranges 
from a few weeks (worker and stingless 
bees) to a few years (queen bees), these 
may seem like incredible feats of engi-
neering. Yet, considering that humans, 
arguably the most superior form of life 
on earth, will most likely be dead with-
out them, the intelligence of bees is 
nothing to scoff at.
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